








Beethoven never heard the complete Missa 

Solemnis.  A passionate Russian supporter, 

Prince Galitzin, premiered the piece in St. 

Petersburg in 1824, the year after Beethoven 

finished it.  But Beethoven wasn’t there.  All 

he ever heard from the work was the Kyrie, 

Credo, and Agnus Dei, which he conducted, 

also in 1824, at a concert in Vienna.  This 

must have been a monster event, because it 

also featured the world premiere of the Ninth 

Symphony.  That’s a lot of heavy music for a 

single concert. 

    But to say Beethoven “heard” these pieces  

  is — very sadly — not quite accurate.  It’s  

  well known in Beethoven lore that he was too 

deaf to hear the audience applauding him.  The contralto soloist, Caroline 

Unger, “had the presence of mind,” as Beethoven’s close friend Anton 

Schindler wrote, to turn Beethoven around and “show him the cheering 

crowd throwing their hats into the air and waving their handkerchiefs.” 

 That, however, was the least of it.  During rehearsals, Unger — along 

with the soprano soloist, Henriette Sontag, and even the chorusmaster 

— begged Beethoven to change some of the difficult vocal music in both 

the Missa and the symphony.  Nobody would change a note in Beethoven 

today, but as Unger and Sontag saw it, their request was completely reason-

able.  Normally they sang Italian opera, and, in those days, opera singers 

changed anything they didn’t like in their parts, usually with the composers’ 

blessings.

 Beethoven, as anyone who knew him could have predicted, wasn’t so 

accommodating.  But in the end, as Schindler explains, he was too deaf to 

know the difference:

When the master would make none of the revisions [the sing-

ers] asked, storm clouds gathered and Caroline Unger was bold 

enough to tell the master to his face that he was a tyrant over all 

vocal cords. Beethoven replied, smiling, that both singers had 

been spoiled by Italian music which accounted for their present 

difficulties. “But these high notes here,” rejoined Fräulein Sontag, 

“couldn’t they be changed?” “And how about this place” chimed 

in Fräulein Unger. “It is too high for my contralto voice. Couldn’t 

you change it?”  No! no! and no again!

 Similar complaints were loudly voiced during the rehearsals 

of the chorus.  The chorus director pleaded for certain simplifica-
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Beethoven Frustrated

This is one of the passages that the Vienna chorusmaster asked Beethoven 

to change.  Arrows indicate the high B flats, notes that can be too high for 

many chorus sopranos to sing.  Notice that there isn’t just one of them, but 

— poor sopranos! — several in a row.  There are three moments like this 

in the Credo alone, and others elsewhere in the Missa Solemnis.

tions, especially in the soprano part . . . protesting that none of 

his sopranos could reach high B flat.  [His plea was] in vain; the 

master would countenance no alteration of the score.

 The result of this obstinacy was that the soloists and members 

of the chorus made their own simplifications:  when they could 

not reach the high notes as written, the sopranos simply did not 

sing.  And in any case, the composer, though he was standing in 

the midst of the ensemble, could hear nothing of what went on!

—Greg Sandow




